Childhood adversity modifies the relationship between anxiety disorders and cortisol secretion.
Internalizing psychiatric disorders and early childhood adversity have both been associated with altered basal cortisol secretion. The aim of the present study is to investigate if early childhood adversity modifies the relationship between anxiety and mood disorders and cortisol secretion. A sample of 429 international adoptees was followed from childhood to adulthood. In childhood, adoptive parents provided information about abuse and neglect before adoption. As adults, adoptees completed a standardized psychiatric interview to assess internalizing disorders and collected saliva samples four times a day. Analyses of covariance were performed. The relationship between anxiety disorders and cortisol secretion during 1 day, as measured by the area under the curve (AUC), was dependent on the experience of severe early maltreatment (p value of interaction = .03). In adoptees with an anxiety disorder, severe maltreatment was associated with lower daily cortisol secretion compared with nonmaltreated adoptees (respective AUC means: 28.19 and 36.96; difference = -8.78; confidence interval = -14.65 to -2.90; p = .004). In adoptees without an anxiety disorder, no difference in cortisol secretion was found between persons who did or did not experience severe maltreatment early in life (respective AUC means: 34.72 and 34.20; difference = .52; confidence interval = -1.92 to 2.96; p = .67). We found no modifying effect of severe early maltreatment on the relationship between mood disorders and daily cortisol secretion. The experience of early adversities modifies the relationship between anxiety disorders and basal cortisol secretion in adults. To understand the relationship between anxiety disorders and cortisol secretion, early maltreatment has to be taken into account.